M anagers are often uncertain as to how to deal with employees once they have been injured on the job. What can occupational health providers do to help supervisors and managers understand what their injured employees are experiencing?
Managers play a vital role in determining the length of disability, or more importantly, whether the disability occurs at all. The way a manager responds to an injured worker is perhaps the most important part of the control process. As an occupational health nurse provider, I was concerned management did not know how to deal with employees injured on the job. I saw some workers viewed as malingering after an injury. Adversarial situations were created. The outcomes of this environment were prolonged disability for the employee and increased costs for the employer.
To help managers and supervisors, it was important to educate them about the workers' compensation system and teach them how to work with injured workers. This was accomplished in three ways: a lecture series, brochure mailing, and one on one communication on a case by case basis. My goal was to provide a framework for management to consider when faced with a worker
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OCTOBER 1996, VOL. 44, NO.1 0 injured on the job. Below are some of the key points from the lectures and brochure.
POSITIVE ACCEPTANCE
The best way for a supervisor to respond to a work related injury is to: • Show acceptance and concern for the needs of the worker. • Avoid making judgments about the injury which may lead to adversarial relationships. • Take the injury seriously. • Encourage the employee to seek prompt treatment at an on site health care service or with external designated providers. • Immediately consider adapting the workplace (or modifying the work) so the worker can continue on the job.
FOLLOW UP AND COMMUNICATION
For employees who need to be out of work due to a work related injury, it is imperative for management to establish effective communication. One of the most common complaints among disabled employees is that "no one cared...no one even bothered to call." All injuries resulting in lost work time should be followed up with a telephone call or visit to the employee within the first day or two of lost time. A call lets the worker know the workplace is concerned and also lets the supervisor understand the recovery progress.
If an employee remains out of work for an extended period of time, a good rule of thumb is regular 10 day follow up calls by management. The tone of the communication is always pleasant and the focus always on the best interests of the employee. The message communicated is, "You are a vital part of the workplace team, your work is important, and your job is waiting for you." h~_ fI . .!'t<fl.' '!%' m Jl
Cues for Management
• Show empathy and concern at the time of injury. A get well card also can be sent if the employee is out of work for an extended period of time.
EARLY RETURN TO WORK
Data from studies indicate workers with back injuries who are off work more than 6 months have only a 50% possibility of ever returning to productive employment. If the employee is away from work for more than 1 year, the possibility of returning is only 25%. If a worker is absent for more than 2 years, the possibility of returning to work is almost nil (McGill, 1968; Rosen, 1986) . These studies emphasize the importance of providing modified, alternative, or part time work as a means of returning the employee to the job as quickly as possible.
An effective manager will do everything possible to encourage an employee to return to work, because there is only a limited amount of time to act before losing control of the disability. The employee may not be "100%"; however, in the best interest of everyone, the employee is allowed to return to work as early as possible.
OUTCOMES
For the past 3 years, management in our facility has been encouraged to respond to injured workers using the approach described above. The results have been dramatic. Total lost work days due to work related accidents have decreased 65% since 1993. Back injuries, the most costly cases, have been reduced by 21%, resulting in a cost avoidance of $67,806 since 1993. Although not a controlled study, these outcomes are impressive.
Occupational health nurses provide a great service when providing management with information needed to work effectively with injured workers. Both the employer and the employee benefit. In addition, it is rewarding to be part of the team working together to reduce the impact of work related disabilities.
